MODERN GERMAN LITERATURE
quick perception of the speech and gestures by which
the people of his world reveal their particular virtues.
In the early journalistic writings about his travels to
England (1860) and his rambles through the province
of Brandenburg (i862ff.), he developed that ironic
and intelligent precision which served him supremely
well in his major novels, Imingen, Wirrungen (1888),
Effi Eriest (189 5), and Der Stechlin (1898).

Technically, he is the most conspicuous of the lead-
ing German novelists of the time. His composition is,
in an unromantic sense, picturesque; he enlivens his
soberly threaded plots with a pointed anecdote, an epi-
grammatic turn of phrase, and a surprising detail; his
devices of portraiture are never pedantic, but always
subtle and gentlemanly. Even though the range of his
inventiveness is limited, he creates, by his respect for
the significant accidents of life and by his careful use
of transparent symbols, masterly accounts of human
relationships. If, standing between the middle class and
the aristocracy, he was ineffective as a social critic, this
failure is due, not to an indifference toward contem-
porary political issues, but rather to the fact that
he was interested almost wholly, and without making
the slightest concession to sentimentality, in the be-
havior of the individual. With all his astonishing skill
at analyzing the contemporary world in its frailty, he
is not a novelist of ideas; and although it may not be
altogether possible to rank Fontane with the best of
his English and French contemporaries, he is the only